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On Sept. 6 more than 19 million Argentines expected to cast their votes in national elections in
which President Raul Alfonsin's Radical Party lost its thin majority in the House of Deputies to the
Peronist opposition. The Radicals also lost the crucial governorship of Buenos Aires to the Peronist
candidate, Antonio Cafiero. The governorship of Argentina's richest and most populous province is
considered a springboard for the presidency, historically has always been in the hands of the party
holding the highest national office. Cafiero, a potential presidential candidate in elections scheduled
for 1989, is a leader of Peronism's reform wing.
In the past two years, the reformists have wrested control of most of the party apparatus from
politicians and labor bosses with ties to the right-wing death squads that killed hundreds of
opponents in the mid-1970s. According to reports on Sept. 7, the Peronists captured 16 of 22
provincial governorships. In the House of Deputies, the number of Radical seats dropped from 130
to 117. Twenty-one governorships, half the seats in the national legislature, 914 seats in provincial
legislatures and 10,299 mayoral and city council positions were at stake.
Several members of Alfonsin's cabinet told Argentine news agency DYN on Sept. 7 that the upset
to the Radical party was the result of the country's serious economic problems. On the same day,
Uruguayan politicians told AP that the primary reason for the Radicals' poor showing was the
economic crisis. President of the Chamber of Deputies, Victor Cortazzo, qualified the party's
reversal by pointing out that "the figure of President Alfonsin was not affected. The electorate
voted against the government [party]...because of inflation." Leftist Senator Francisco Rodriguez
Camusso said the Peronist victory was the outcome of the Argentine government's tendency to put
"external interests" before those of "vast sectors" of the country's poor. Hanging in the balance with
the outcome of Sunday's vote was Alfonsin's agenda for reshaping the institutional foundations of
Argentina.
Many political analysts said the Radical party's performance would affect Alfonsin's ability to push
ahead, during his final two years in office, with an ambitious program of military, economic and
constitutional changes. Alfonsin's election in 1983 ended nearly eight years of repressive military
rule. The president won support by choking hyperinflation with a package of shock measures in
1985 and placed the new democracy on firm moral ground by putting former military leaders on trial
for crimes during their rule. Alfonsin also has earned international respect for support for human
rights and his insistence that payments continue on Argentina's $52 billion debt.
But recent months have seen a rise in public irritation and disllusionment. Inflation has been
edging up again, reaching 10.1% in July and, an estimated 13.8% in August. The trade imbalance
has deepened and strikes upset public services. The armed forces, too, are restless. Uprisings by
military officers last April dramatized resentment in the ranks over the trials. Alfonsin pushed
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through legislation in June that forced the cancellation of legal proceedings against more than 200
officers. Army leaders are still pressing for a full amnesty and official vindication of their role in the
undeclared war against suspected leftist guerrillas. Among the projects awaiting government action
after the elections are a restructuring of the armed forces, including a redefinition of the military's
role under democracy.
Officials have also been preparing a constitutional change to a parliamentary system with a prime
minister as well as president. Both efforts may require cooperation between Radical and Peronist
factions, and there has been speculation about political pacts emerging. But the parties' programs
differ. With historically close ties to the powerful trade unions, the Peronists favor boosted spending
on social programs, public works and industrial development. They say such funds could be
obtained in part by declaring a moratorium on foreign debt payments. (Basic data from DYN, AP,
WASHINGTON POST)
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